Obituary
In the December 2009 issue of Food Security, we published an obituary of the Nobel Peace Prize Laureate, Norman Borlaug, the father of the Green Revolution and the inspiration for this journal. Again, in this December issue, sadly we have the obituary of another Nobel Peace Prize Laureate to publish, that of Wangari Maathai, founder of the Green Belt Movement. In the words of the Norwegian Nobel Committee, Professor Wangari Maathai was awarded the Prize "for her contribution to sustainable development, democracy and peace". Not everyone will realize how much courage and persistence underlie these comparatively anodyne words but, in her pursuit of these ideals, Wangari was harassed, beaten and thrown into prison. The last occasion on which she was imprisoned caused such an international outcry that she was released without charge. Remarkably, after being at loggerheads with the Kenyan Government for so many years, the present Government decided to give Wangari a state funeral and declared two days of national mourning by flying the national flag at half-mast. It is to be hoped that these symbols of recognition of a remarkable woman will continue be expressed by the Kenyan Government's commitment to her ideals. For the rest of us, it is a humbling example of what can be achieved by courage and perseverance of an individual, backed by international support. Another Nobel Peace Prize Laureate of outstanding courage and ideals similar to those of Wangari comes to mind -Aung San Suu Kyi of Burma who, although at the time of writing is at liberty, has spent about three quarters of the last 22 years under house arrest.
Original papers
Food production is fundamental to food security, as John Ingram points out in his paper, "A Food Systems Approach to Researching Food Security and its Interactions with Global Environmental Change" but the fact that around 1 billion people are food insecure while a similar number are obese demonstrates that simply production of food is far from the whole story. As pointed out in this paper a whole array of other activities are involved such as storing, processing, packaging, trading and consuming food in differing environments which are changing over time.
The effect of a changing environment on Food Security is the subject of the paper by Mohammed Mainuddin and co-authors, "Adaptation to climate change for food security in the Lower Mekong Basin". Using two IPCC scenarios and the projected population increase by 2050, they predict that, bar extreme events such as sea level rises and cyclones, neither climate change nor population increase threatens food security in the area. This is because the yield of rainfed rice, which may decrease in the lower part of the basin in Cambodia and Vietnam may be offset by an increase in the upper part of the basin in Laos and Thailand. Moreover, changes of planting date, supplementary irrigation and increased fertilizer could further increase the yields of rainfed rice.
A different threat to food security of potential importance in the future is that of the availability of phosphorus (P), one of the three major elements required by plants for growth, the others being Nitrogen and Potassium. John Lott in his paper, "The critical role of phosphorus in world production of cereal grains and legume seeds" points out that the known reserves of phosphorus are finite and strongly advises that that this element should be used more wisely. Suggestions as to how this could be achieved include the cultivation of crop genotypes that are more Pefficient, reducing the loss of P by better land management and the engineering of P-recycling schemes so that they become nearer to a closed system. Dov Prusky in his paper "Reduction of the incidence of postharvest quality losses, and future prospects" asserts that although industrialized and developing countries lose similar quantities of food, the ways in which the losses occur are different. In industrialized countries, losses occur at the retailer and consumer stages, whereas, in developing countries, because of poor infrastructure, low levels of technology and low investment in the food production systems, losses occur during the production, harvesting, postharvest and processing phases. Storage can be particularly problematic in Developing Countries owing to lack of facilities such as refrigeration and controlled atmosphere. Nevertheless, losses in storage can be minimized by optimizing growth conditions of the plant and minimizing damage during harvesting.
Improved access to technology and markets are two of the issues reviewed in the paper by Bekele Shiferaw and co-authors, "Improving Market Access and Agricultural Productivity Growth in Smallholder Agriculture in Africa: What Role for Producer Organizations and Collective Action Institutions?" The authors emphasize the importance of such institutions in these roles and indicate the characteristics for them to be effective: these are good and transparent governance, appropriate size and orientation towards markets. They should be active in transfer of information to farmers about new varieties of crops, credit facilities and new technology. Economically-viable and self-sustaining producer organizations should be promoted by donors and governments and the private sector also has a critical role in providing them with financial and business development services.
While these five papers are particularly concerned with different aspects of production, the last two are oriented towards those who do not receive adequate nutrition and the reasons for this. J.D.H Keatinge and co-authors, in their paper, "The importance of ensuring both food and nutritional security in attainment of the Millennium Development Goals", stress the essentiality of a nutritious and varied diet for good health but draw attention to the low investment in vegetable research despite their potential to provide nutritional security. An increase in the availability, affordability and consumption of nutrient-dense vegetables and pulses is one way by which malnutrition may be substantially alleviated.
The last paper is concerned with the sad case of Zimbabwe. Godfrey Tawodera in his article "Vulnerability in crisis: urban household food insecurity in Epworth, Harare, Zimbabwe" calls attention to the rapid growth of urban populations in the cities of Sub-Saharan Africa and illustrates the plight of their inhabitants with a rapidly growing suburb of Harare. There, the general risk factors for food insecurity obtain -high levels of unemployment and poverty; high numbers of dependents per household and low levels of house ownership. More specific to Zimbabwe are hyperinflation, skyrocketing food prices; and the general collapse of the formal food system. These can only be laid at the door of poor governance.
Book reviews
Many of the books reviewed in this issue are concerned with topics that are considered in more detail in the full papers. The first four have been reviewed by our book review editor, David Ingram.
John Andrews' book "And One Hand on the Bench" should be read in conjunction with "One Foot in the Furrow". Both are about the Department of Plant Pathology at the University of Wisconsin, the latter concerning the 75th Anniversary of the Department and the former the Centenary. Both books provide fascinating accounts of this distinguished Department which has advanced the subject of Plant Pathology in so many ways.
In "DURAS: Innovative partnerships for Sustainable Development", Oliver Oliveros and others have summarised the work implied by the title, which has the aim of promoting the voices of "southern" stakeholders on the international stage.
Paul Richards' address to Wageningen University on his retirement, "A Green Revolution From Below?" acknowledges the role that ago-technology has to play in reducing hunger and poverty but makes a plea for greater involvement of farmers.
Song Yiching and Ronnie Vernoy (eds.) in their book "Seeds and Synergies -Innovating Rural Development in China" also emphasize the role of farmers, many of whom are women, and their working relationships with scientists and extension agents in Guangxi Province. This has resulted in greatly improved varieties of maize, the staple crop of the Province.
P. Smith and others have edited the "Proceedings of the International Symposium, Scottish Aquaculture: a Sustainable Future" (a special issue of Aquaculture Research, 42, number S1, 2011). Although the location is Scotland with its extensive coastline many of the findings will be of general application.
Toby Bruce and others have edited "Agriculture: Africa's 'engine for growth' -Plant science and biotechnology hold the key". This is a large volume of 62 chapters dealing with many facets of Agriculture in Africa. As the reviewer, John Bryant, says, "the general tone of the book is positive: application of appropriate techniques to appropriate crops can bring Africa out of food poverty".
"Revitalizing Higher Agricultural Education in India: Journey towards Excellence" by Prabhakar Tamboli and Y. L. Nene, emphasizes, among many highly relevant topics, the importance of the interactions of education, research and extension, a key to the success of the Land Grant Universities of the USA. As the reviewer, Suresh Babu says, the book should be on the bookshelves of every dean, principal, and president of agricultural colleges and universities throughout the developing world.
